The shield of distance : fearful borders at the edge of the world by Weaver, Roslyn
The Shield of Distance: Fearful Borders at the Edge of the World 
ROSLYN WEAVER 
University of Western Sydney 
In the Lucky Country we had no disasters. None, that is, in public. We had 
incidents, bushfires that were "contained," torrents that "subsided," droughts 
whose effects were "minimized." Other continents existed in permanent 
catastrophe, stalked by calamity, starvation, and death as ruined ecologies 
reeled [ ... J The northern hemisphere, we were told, suffered more than 
the southern. That had always been true, the palaeontologists aid. In the 
southern hemisphere we remained the Lucky Country. Was it so? Really so? 
I N JULY 2007, A REVIEW FOR A NEW AUSTRALIAN REALITY television program, Surf Patrol, noted in passing the plethora of local shows that warn of "the dangers lurking 
on our doorsteps," including Border Security and Sea Patrol 
(Bibby 4). These programs follow a tradition of televisual texts, 
whether fictional or otherwise, that reveal the potential perils 
of Australia's geographical situation. Whether the threats 
are from illegal immigrants or dangerous marine creatures, 
such as sharks or stingrays, such programs demonstrate an 
underlying unease about the country's position in the world. 
Yet the anxiety about the vulnerability of Australia's 
borders to outside influences has a longer history than 
current reality television programs. For many years, sections 
of Australian literature have competed with utopian 
impressions of the country by displaying a fear that often 
manifests itself in apocalyptic renderings of landscape and 
life (for example, Gabrielle Lord's Salt, Simon Brown's 
Winter, the Mad Max films). At work in many of these texts 
is a curious contradiction that seemingly rejects fears by 
asserting the popular belief of Australia as a "lucky country,"1 
isolated from the rest of the world's problems by geography, 
while at the same time constantly undermining this notion 
by showing that complacency and optimism can prove 
unfounded and false, and may very well lead to catastrophe 
and disaster. 
The following discussion examines the tension between 
security and fear by fOCUSing on Nevil Shute's On the 
Beach, a key text that demonstrates the idea of the nation's 
vulnerability to the outside world. In Shute's work, and in 
many others, Australia's position on the edge of the world is 
understood not only to exclude it from the world, whereby 
the end of "the world" can occur even if Australia still 
exists, but also to shield the nation from crises as a kind of 
utopian space free from harm. Australia initially appears to 
(George Turner, Drowning Towers 137) 
be a relatively utopian setting while the rest of the world has 
been destroyed or is at war, and the country's remote location 
seems to have protected it from the disaster elsewhere, yet this 
is proved to be a false hope, for Australia ultimately cannot 
escape catastrophe. While Shute's work is symptomatic of 
the particular conditions of the post-World War II nuclear 
era and is by no means representative of Australian fiction 
generally, the same fearfulness evident in his work can be 
seen in later popular texts unconcerned with the atomic 
threat, therefore suggesting that this particular fear remains 
an underlying strand of the Australian culture. 
Nevil Shute's On the Beach remains one of the most 
famous examples of nuclear fiction worldwide. The novel 
has been given cinematic treatment more than once, the 
most successful being Stanley Kramer's 1959 film starring 
Gregory Peck and Ava Gardner, while a telemovie appeared 
in 2000, both filmed primarily in Australia. Shute's work is 
set in Melbourne after a nuclear war has taken place in the 
Northern Hemisphere. The characters discuss the events, 
but nobody is certain of the causes or course of the conflict. 
More than 4700 nuclear bombs were detonated in the 
northern hemisphere (73), and the participating countries 
in the conflict are from almost every continent, confusing 
the issue of culpability and emphasizing the idea that all 
people share responsibility for the disasters. Radiation fallout 
from the nuclear war is gradually spreading south and will 
lead to the death of all human life on the planet. As one 
of the southernmost countries, Australia is one of the last 
places with life. In the final few months of their lives, the 
characters engage in long-term activities in apparent denial 
of the reality of their situation: enrolling in courses of study 
and planning farming and gardening for the following years. 
The American character, Dwight, makes plans for his family 
in the U.S., who are dead, and refuses to become involved 
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with another character, Moira, because he considers himself 
to be still married. Towards the end, the pursuits of the 
characters become more short term and indulgent: such 
as racing cars and fishing. By the conclusion of the novel, 
the radiation has reached Melbourne and the characters 
take suicide pills rather than succumb to radiation sickness. 
Presumably people are still alive at this point in Tasmania, 
New Zealand, or even in Antarctica, and despite their 
inevitable death, one character points out that this is "the 
end" only for themselves, not the physical world (79). In his 
discussion of nuclear fictions, Paul Brians argues that Shute's 
novel is "inferior" to the 1959 film, but attributes its power 
to the "elimination of one hope after another" (57) and 
"its insistence on the relentless, inescapable advance of the 
zone of radioactivity, removing all trace of human life from 
latitude after latitude on its way south ... its almost unique 
insistence that everyone-without exception-is going to 
die" (20).2 
Brians sees the novel's Australian perspective as "ideally 
situated to address the fears about fallout" (19). There is no 
escape for the characters, no way of preventing or postponing 
the inevitable. There is only waiting for the end. The novel 
is prefaced with T. S. Eliot's words: "This is the way the world 
ends / Not with a bang but a whimper" (5), and certainly 
its bleakness and lack of hope reflect this. Andrew Milner 
has argued that "both Australia and Melbourne were indeed 
ideal locations for a film or a book about the end of the world" 
(36), because of Australia's feeling of vulnerability to outside 
attack and invasion (37). Moreover, Milner suggests that this 
dystopian attitude was not only essentially Australian, but 
limited to the nation until Hiroshima made end-of-the-world 
themes relevant globally-at this point, "the whole of the 
West finally had Australianness thrust upon it" (37). This 
may be overstating the case, given that apocalyptic scenarios 
had been evident both in fiction and in reality outside 
Australia and prior to the nuclear threat of World War II. 
World War I, for example, had destroyed much of Europe 
and left apocalyptic wastelands of death and decay, while 
global epidemics and disasters had provided dystopian scenes 
for centuries, accompanied by a rich heritage of literary 
apocalypse (see, for example, Wagar, and Brians for detailed 
discussions), although the atomic bomb certainly invigorated 
and reshaped the dystopian imagination. However, Milner 
links this "Australianness" to what he terms the "apocalyptic 
hedonism" in On the Beach, which he explains as being 
"the peculiar frisson of a textual erotics deriving from the 
simultaneous juxtaposition of the terrors of imminent 
extinction and the delights of hedonistic affluence" (36). 
Milner writes that the coexistence of dystopia and hedonism 
is particularly Australian because of the country's fear of 
attack or extinction as well as its affluence (37)-a cultural 
inheritance of hedonism that one can perhaps see in the works 
of other Australian artists, such as the art of Norman Lindsay. 
In On the Beach, one can recognize the mix of attitudes in 
one character's car racing: "They're all going to be dead in a 
couple of months' time anyway [ ... J SO am I, and so are you. 
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I'm going to have a bit of fun with this thing first" (Shute 
191). Likewise, Graeme Davison contrasts the breakdown 
of morality in the novel with earlier media and public 
perceptions of the city as conservative: "The 'sober,' 'stable,' 
'prim' Melbourne observed by visitors and local journalists 
becomes a city of fatCllistic libertines, eating, drinking and 
making merry in the knowledge that they are soon to die" 
(159). While some critics point to the novel's hedonism, W. 
Warren Wagar has suggested that Shute's imagined society is 
a "utopian" one, with "an intimacy of wholeness and goodness 
unattainable in the everyday present" (74). Helen Grace, 
meanwhile, has argued that what is present in the novel 
is not hedonism but instead "poignancy in the continuing 
belief that life will go on" (296). 
However, the attitudes present in On the Beach appear to 
be less poignant or hedonistic than willfully ignorant, for the 
characters subscribe to a belief in the security of Australia's 
geographical position that is founded-and foundered-on 
denial. Complacency engendered by denial is a constClnt 
theme in Shute's novel and is evident in a society that has 
been enamored with its utopian ｦ｡ｾ｡､･Ｎ＠ This indifference to 
the grim reality has grave consequences: "'No imagination 
whatsoever,' remarked the scientist. 'It's the same with all you 
service people. "That can't happen to me.'" He paused. 'But it 
can. And it certainly will'" (79). One of the main characters, 
Peter, suggests that if people had put aside their superficial 
interests and been educated and engaged with political and 
social problems, the end of the world might have been averted. 
"You could have done something with newspapers. We didn't 
do it. No nation did, because we were all too silly. We liked 
our newspapers with pictures of beach girls and headlines 
about cases of indecent assault, and no Government was wise 
enough to stop us" (258). Dwight suggests that "we've been 
too silly to deserve a world like this" (79). 
Despite these discussions of the causes of the war, Shute 
is more interested in attacking the inherent complacency 
of the specifically Australian geographical situation than 
offering a serious analysis of the conflict or attributing 
blame. The critique of complacency in On The Beach is a 
recurring refrain in Austmlian literature, and the nuclear 
context of Shute's work heightened its relevance at the time. 
Charles E. Gannon has suggested that a nation understands 
nuclear war in terms of its geogmphy, and it is worthwhile to 
examine briefly his survey of British and American fiction 
as a counterpoint in order to then categorize the Australian 
perspective in texts such as On the Beach. Gannon writes 
that British fictions are likely to imagine nuclear war as the 
end of the world, because of the small size of the country. 
Previously, BritClin's size and island location proved an 
advantage against attack, with the sea an effective barrier 
against the enemy. However, in nuclear attack the small size 
of the nation becomes "claustrophobic vulnerability" (108); 
that is, an atomic explosion cannot be escaped. Similarly, 
Brians also has noted that British nuclear fiction tends to be 
characterized by "a sense of terror and despair usually lacking 
in the works of their transatlantic colleagues" (16). Gannon 
writes that in UK films and literature "the dominant British 
image is that of the crushed city" (107 ).J This is because the 
British cultural identity, so tied up in its capital city, London, 
means that any attack on a British city is read as an attack on 
London, and therefore an attack on the heart of England; the 
destruction of "the sheer concept of 'city'-is the nexus of 
national and social terror" (107). One might look to recent 
films such as Children of Men or 28 Days Later and its sequel 
28 Weeks Later as examples of Gannon's point; the cities 
depicted in Children of Men are violent and disintegrating, 
while the 28 films linger on an empty, ravaged London after 
a "rage" virus has decimated the country. 
Gannon contrasts this with the different "geopolitical 
perspective" (109) of the United States, which literally has 
room for nuclear war. He argues that "no single city or region 
in the U.S. has ever been comparably central to the national 
consciousness, governance, and history [as is London to 
Britain]" (107).4 Rural settings become more important in 
U.S. nuclear fictions, either as the sites of nuclear attacks 
along with cities, or as the location of post-nuclear fictions, 
for "much of the post-blast action [ ... ] takes place away from 
urban centers" (108). Gannon cites American texts such as 
Walter M. Miller, Jr.'s A Canticle For Leibowitz and the film 
The Day After as examples of this tradition; to these texts 
one may add more recent works such as Cormac McCarthy's 
The Road, the film The Postman, and the television series 
Jericho, all of which take place in rural locations in post-
apocalyptic times.5 American cultural identity is thus not 
necessarily limited to the city but is spread across many 
places, from urban centers such as New York, Chicago, 
and Los Angeles, to rural settings such as the prairie lands, 
New England villages, and southwestern deserts. Brians 
argues that American nuclear fiction also tends to be more 
optimistic than British fiction, for its authors "were often 
bent on demonstrating that the impending holocaust could 
be survived, averted, or even turned to profit" (16-17). 
This optimism is evident in American "survivalism," which 
George Slusser suggests "defines the traditional way America 
has dealt with its sense of an ending" (118), with a belief in 
its readiness for post-holocaust life. Perhaps in a sign of the 
times, the film Terminator 3: Rise of the Machines explicitly 
rejected the dominant themes of the previous two films by 
insisting that the apocalyptic future is not preventable after 
all but is actually inevitable-there is nothing humans can do 
to stop the extremely grim future depicted in the series. Yet 
evidence of an American survival ethos is made obvious in 
the film, when the main character, John Connor, concludes: 
"Our destiny was never to stop Judgment Day. It was merely 
to survive it."6 Gannon suggests this survivalist tendency in 
U.S. nuclear literature is both because of the country's large 
size and also its "frontier mentality" (109)-a disaster can be 
survived because if one part of the nation is bombed, people 
can simply go elsewhere; there will always be "a new land 
beyond the horizon, a new mountain beyond which to start 
a new life, an undiscovered country ready to welcome the 
determined and the industrious" (109). 
In contrast to these two attitudes to catastrophe and 
the end of the world in British and American fictions, the 
Australian cultural imagination occupies a different position, 
demonstrated in not only On the Beach but many other 
texts. Australia's geopolitical perspective is shaped from a 
perception of being at the edge of the world, often looking 
on while major world events take place at a distance and with 
a sense that history is always being written somewhere else. 
"World" wars occur elsewhere, and Australia's involvement 
is more often due to ties of Empire or strategic alliances than 
because of geographical considerations. All other countries 
are "overseas," and Australia is the "Antipodes"-in 
opposition to Europe. Psychologically, therefore, the end of 
the world may occur when the dominant forces across the 
globe-the U.S., UK, Europe-are destroyed. This appears 
to be the attitude prevalent in On the Beach. Australia may 
escape the (immediate) disaster, but in the schema of the 
novel, the "world" has ended. 
For the characters of On the Beach, there is a sense that 
Australia's distance from other nations in the world should 
result in isolation from distant wars and conflicts. This 
discourse positions Australia as a utopian space sheltered from 
the influences of the outside world. The dangers that created 
unease in other societies ought to therefore be automatically 
reduced or even eliminated in Australia because of its 
removal from close proximity. This is the opposite side to 
the "tyranny of distance" idea,7 to use Geoffrey Blainey's 
phrase, where Australia's position in the world so often 
incurred penalties in economic and trade terms. Instead, we 
might call this belief a "shield of distance," a sense that if 
there are disadvantages to a remote position, there are also 
benefits whereby what endangers the rest of the world need 
not threaten Australia. This attitude recurs in Australian 
culture and literature, and its presence in narratives from the 
nuclear period is expected. For instance, Davison writes that 
in the Cold War, "Australians, living far from the cockpit 
of cold war conflict, may have felt safer from such threats 
than their European or North American contemporaries" 
(158). Maureen Nimon and John Foster address this issue 
more explicitly in their discussion of Australian adolescent 
novels, arguing that a diminished sense of security is one of 
the developments in the genre: 
Not only is faith in Australian society and institutions 
not as explicit as it has been in the past, they themselves 
are seen as less secure [ ... ] Formerly many Australians 
serenely assumed that "the tyranny of distance" 
protected them from other countries' problems. National 
institutions were unassailable, surrounded by a vast moat 
of encircling seas. Our shrinking world has reduced 
Australia's safety exclusion zone to a membrane-thin 
guard. (68) 
This operates in Australian fictions as optimism and belief in 
a utopian space, an island of security away from danger. 
Yet Shute contests this idea by revealing that the utopia 
is a false image, for the shield of distance invariably fails 
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and optimism is unjustified and unrewarded. Rather, there 
is a sense-accompanied by injustice at the fact-that the 
nightmares and anxieties that persecute other nations cannot 
be escaped in Australia. In On the Beach, Moira complains 
that Australia's position in the southern hemisphere should 
have ensured its security: "People were saying once that no 
wind blows across the equator, so we'd be all right. And now 
it seems we aren't all right at all ... " (38). If Australia was not 
involved in the conflict throughout the world, this distance 
should have offered protection. Moira perceives this as an 
injustice: "It's not fair. No one in the southern hemisphere 
ever dropped a bomb [ ... J We had nothing to do with it. 
Why should we have to die because other countries nine or 
ten thousand miles away from us wanted to have a war? It's 
so bloody unfair" (39). 
The same attitude is reflected in numerous other 
Australian texts before and after the publication of On the 
Beach. For instance, M. Barnard Eldershaw's speculative text 
Tomorrow and Tomorrow, published a decade prior to Shute's 
work, imagines the breakdown of Australian society before 
World War Three, in a time when Australia is described as 
"helpless, because, despite Canberra, despite the illusions of 
independence, despite the confidence of success and merit it 
advertised, she was bound with chains of gold to the world 
overseas" (95). Similarly, in the 1980s nuclear film One Night 
Stand, the characters wonder why a war between countries in 
the northern hemisphere should affect them. The American 
sailor insists Australia will be safe because it is not of "strategic 
importance"; his theory is soon disproved when Australia is 
bombed, but apparently only because U.S. bases in Australia 
were the targets. The idea that Australia is protected by its 
isolation from the rest of the world, its shield of distance, is 
also a major theme in George Turner's science fiction novels, 
only to be undermined. For instance, after one global disaster, 
Australia is barely affected, only experiencing "a few bombs 
[ ... J famine and disease" (Vaneglory 128) specifically because 
of its shield of distance from the rest of the world, "the luck 
of isolation" (Beloved 100). Yet these utopian images are 
soon challenged by the realities of life. Drowning Towers 
(published under the title The Sea and Summer outside the 
American market), perhaps Turner's most famous novel, 
narrates a future Australia that is the Lucky Country only 
for the wealthy: 
"You've seen triv pictures of Calcutta and Shanghai 
and South America and Africa-all shanties and lean-
tos, no sewers, no taps, no way to distribute food, only 
street mud to walk on. We're better off than those." So I 
found myself defending the State everyone knew to be a 
failure. "They did the best they could." 
"So we're still the Lucky Country!" 
That phrase had come down the years to haunt us, 
seeming to mean that we always escaped the worst of the 
world's troubles by luck or distance, but in Arry's mouth 
it was a Swill curse. (166) 
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Similarly, in Victor Kelleher's post-apocalyptic children's 
novel Taronga, one character points out, "they said it 
wasn't going to affect us. It was all up there, in the northern 
hemisphere. We were supposed to be the lucky ones, who'd 
escaped" (94). These examples, and many others, follow 
Shute's work in their preoccupation with disproving the 
belief in a shield of distance; the country's remoteness cannot 
defend the land from catastrophes that strike other parts of 
the globe. Certainly these texts do not represent he entirety 
of Australian literature, a body of narratives that has reflected 
the many and varied facets of the nation's relationship with 
the outside world over time. Yet On the Beach remains a 
key work that demonstrates one important way the nation's 
engagement with the world, a sense of being at the edge of 
the world, has been expressed in its literature. 
Given this, while Gannon argues for the importance of the 
city in British fictions and rural areas in U.S. texts, On the 
Beach is less easy to categorize. Shute's novel uses both city 
and rural settings, which may suggest that the fear of disaster 
in Australia is not always tied to a particular place but is in 
fact pervasive. Many Australian texts do, of course, use a city 
setting for disaster narratives. For example, Sydney is shown 
to be destroyed in Tomorrow and Tomorrow and in many 
other texts, such as Mad Max: Beyond Thunderdome, One 
Night Stand, The Girl From Tomorrow: Tomorrow's End, and 
also on the cover of George Turner's Down There in Darkness. 
The last text is perhaps the most unusual, given that the 
cover shows the ruins of Sydney but the novel is set entirely 
in Melbourne. And, of course, Ava Gardner was reported to 
have commented that Melbourne is remarkably well suited 
to set a narrative about the end of days: "It's a great place to 
make a film about the end of the world" (Davison 159).8 
Yet the dominant images of Australia used to sell and 
signify the country overseas and to its own inhabitants tend 
to be rural settings rather than urban: beaches, wilderness, 
and outback. In terms of its large size, Australia might be 
expected to be optimistic about a catastrophic event; as in 
the U.S., a nuclear bomb, for example, does not have to 
mean the end. If the cities are targeted in an attack, there 
is still space in the outback. Yet because the outback already 
substitutes as a brutal post-apocalyptic wasteland in popular 
texts such as Mad Max and Hewlett and Martin's comic series 
Tank Girl, it would seem there is nowhere to go. The outback 
offers no refuge or future, because civilization is found in 
the cities, not in the virtually uninhabitable interior. Even 
in post-apocalyptic works such as those by George Turner, 
or the Mad Max films, the prevailing atmosphere in these 
survivalist texts tends towards a perspective of continued 
apocalypse, as if surviving the catastrophe still means 
enduring life in a dystopian world. The characters of On 
the Beach have nowhere to go to escape the radiation, and 
there is no sense of survivalism to offer any optimism to 
readers of the novel. In this respect at least, one may argue 
that Australia's geopolitical perspective on the edge of the 
world appears to preclude the key features of optimism or 
survivalism that define other nations. 
There is a scene in On the Beach when Peter struggles with 
the concept of the end of the world: '''I suppose I haven't got 
any imagination,' said Peter thoughtfully. 'It's-it's the end 
of the world. I've never had to imagine anything like that 
before'" (79). Yet the reality is that Australian fiction has 
regularly displayed fearful scenarios that undercut optimistic 
visions of the nation's position in the world, imagining the 
worst of outside influences that can infiltrate, threaten, or 
destroy the sense of security in its borders. On the Beach 
represents a tradition in which Australia is on the edge 
of, and vulnerable to, the menacing outside world. Shute's 
novel demonstrates a continuing adherence to a discourse 
that reveals that a utopian belief in Australia's position at the 
edge of the world, and in the protection isolation offers, can 
be dangerous and misplaced. In the end, Australia's borders 
fail when the country cannot escape the disasters occurring 
elsewhere in the world. 
On the Beach and other texts like it do not, of course, 
constitute a comprehensive depiction of the complex ways in 
which Australia has engaged with the world. Both past and 
present eras have illustrated Australia's confident willingness 
and readiness to engage in global wars, politics, treaties, and 
economic and humanitarian efforts, from its early and ongoing 
ties to the British Empire to a longstanding alignment with 
the U.S. in international situations (for example, their 2003 
partnership in invading Iraq), or Australia's relatively recent 
growing interest and involvement in Asian issues. However, 
what fictional narratives such as On the Beach do offer is an 
insight into one particularly fearful attitude that may have 
reached its height in the Cold War context, when the dread 
of total annihilation and nuclear war was perhaps at its most 
serious, but which has nonetheless continued into the twenty-
first century, as evidenced by popular interest in television 
programs about border protection and outside dangers. 
While July 2007 saw the continuation of this strand of 
fear in Australian culture in the form of yet another popular 
text dedicated to exposing the perils of the nation's location, 
another event occurred several months later that has been 
linked to an important shift towards a position of assurance 
and optimism. In November that year, a federal election took 
place that saw the end of the Liberal Party's rule of over a 
decade. For some cultural and political commentators, the 
reign of the Liberal Party, and particularly that of its leader 
John Howard, had been characterized by a "politics of fear,"9 
which they claim was exemplified in the then Government's 
treatment of refugees, immigration, terrorism, and indigenous 
land rights (see, for example, Gale, and Lawrence). In this 
discourse, then, the rejection of the Liberals and the move 
to a new Labor rule under Kevin Rudd as Prime Minister 
presumably ought to constitute a triumph of confidence and 
self-belief. The truth of this rhetoric remains to be tested 
and proved by time, as does the question of whether or not 
the nation's fictions will also reflect this apparent transition 
towards confidence or remain regularly haunted by the thread 
of fear evident in On the Beach and other works. 0 
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NOTES 
1. Donald Horne made the term "lucky country" famous in his book 
The Lucky Country. Horne's use of the term was ironic, referring to 
Australia as "a lucky country run mainly by second-rate people who 
share its luck" (220). Since then, however, the phrase has become a 
common way to describe Australia, although current popular usage 
tends to be more literal than ironic. 
2. Other critics, however, have argued that the film adaptation 
negates the idea of total annihilation and in fact suggests urvivalism. 
For instance, Jerome F. Shapiro has written that, because the camera 
point of view encourages the audience to identify with it, as the 
camera continues to film after the characters have died or gone out 
of the frame, there is a sense that life goes on (133-34). Yet as far 
as the novel is concerned, Australia is, quite literally, the end of 
the world. 
3. The cultural and national symbolism and signification attached to 
cities and landmarks around the world, not only in Britain, is why the 
icons of the world are always destroyed with great fervor in disaster 
films, with a typical array of targets including the Statue of Liberty, 
Hollywood, the Golden Gate Bridge, the Eiffel Tower, Big Ben, the 
pyramids, and so on. The special edition DVD for the eco-disaster 
film The Day After Tomorrow even comes with a feature allowing 
vi'ewers to choose their region and see the devastating effects of an 
ice age on "Icons of the World." For Australian viewers, the Opera 
House is threatened by a massive wave. The pleasures associated 
with destruction have been discussed by Susan Sontag, who argues 
that science fiction films are interested in the "aesthetics" of visual 
disaster and "the peculiar beauties to be found in wreaking havoc, 
making a mess. And it is in the imagery of destruction that the core 
of a good science fiction film lies" (213). 
4. Cities are, of course, an integral part of the American landscape 
and identity; hence the popular reading of the terrorist attacks on 
the World Trade Center in New York in 2001 as a symbolic strike at 
the financial heart of capitalist America. The fact that the atracks 
occurred in New York City, a city read in terms of its history and 
hold on the American cultural imagination as a place of creativity 
and greatness, is also significant, and perhaps another reason why 
9/11 is now virtually synonymous with the Twin Towers rather than 
the Pentagon or plane crash in Pennsylvania. 
5. Jericho began screening in 2006, the same year as another American 
apocalyptic television program appeared, Heroes. Heroes is set in city 
and rural locations, but the apocalypse is depicted in New York City. 
6. An element of survivalism appears to have crept into all 
apocalyptic-not just nuclear-fictions over time; as time has 
passed, so too have fears of total nuclear wars that eliminate all 
human life. Instead, the nuclear explosion has lost import and scope 
and become merely the stock threat in the background to standard 
thrillers, from James Bond films to television thrillers such as 24. 
7. The phrase comes from Blainey's book The Tyranny of DisUince: 
How DisUince Shaped Australia's History, which discusses the 
importance and impact of Australia's isolation on its history and 
identity. 
8. Graeme Davison writes that the quote was the creation of 
journalist Niel J illett (161). 
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9. The expression "politics of fear" W<1S 1l1<1de fmnous in the work of 
Fmnk Furedi. whose Culture of Fear <1nd Politics of Fear have been 
influenti<1l in cultural studies. Furedi has used the phr<1se to describe 
the key characteristic of Western culture (Politics 1). 
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The Shield of Distance: Fearful Borders at the Edge of the World 
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In the Lucky Country we had no disasters. None, that is, in public. We had 
incidents, bushfires that were "contained," torrents that "subsided," droughts 
whose effects were "minimized." Other continents existed in permanent 
catastrophe, stalked by calamity, starvation, and death as ruined ecologies 
reeled [ ... J The northern hemisphere, we were told, suffered more than 
the southern. That had always been true, the palaeontologists aid. In the 
southern hemisphere we remained the Lucky Country. Was it so? Really so? 
I N JULY 2007, A REVIEW FOR A NEW AUSTRALIAN REALITY television program, Surf Patrol, noted in passing the plethora of local shows that warn of "the dangers lurking 
on our doorsteps," including Border Security and Sea Patrol 
(Bibby 4). These programs follow a tradition of televisual texts, 
whether fictional or otherwise, that reveal the potential perils 
of Australia's geographical situation. Whether the threats 
are from illegal immigrants or dangerous marine creatures, 
such as sharks or stingrays, such programs demonstrate an 
underlying unease about the country's position in the world. 
Yet the anxiety about the vulnerability of Australia's 
borders to outside influences has a longer history than 
current reality television programs. For many years, sections 
of Australian literature have competed with utopian 
impressions of the country by displaying a fear that often 
manifests itself in apocalyptic renderings of landscape and 
life (for example, Gabrielle Lord's Salt, Simon Brown's 
Winter, the Mad Max films). At work in many of these texts 
is a curious contradiction that seemingly rejects fears by 
asserting the popular belief of Australia as a "lucky country,"1 
isolated from the rest of the world's problems by geography, 
while at the same time constantly undermining this notion 
by showing that complacency and optimism can prove 
unfounded and false, and may very well lead to catastrophe 
and disaster. 
The following discussion examines the tension between 
security and fear by fOCUSing on Nevil Shute's On the 
Beach, a key text that demonstrates the idea of the nation's 
vulnerability to the outside world. In Shute's work, and in 
many others, Australia's position on the edge of the world is 
understood not only to exclude it from the world, whereby 
the end of "the world" can occur even if Australia still 
exists, but also to shield the nation from crises as a kind of 
utopian space free from harm. Australia initially appears to 
(George Turner, Drowning Towers 137) 
be a relatively utopian setting while the rest of the world has 
been destroyed or is at war, and the country's remote location 
seems to have protected it from the disaster elsewhere, yet this 
is proved to be a false hope, for Australia ultimately cannot 
escape catastrophe. While Shute's work is symptomatic of 
the particular conditions of the post-World War II nuclear 
era and is by no means representative of Australian fiction 
generally, the same fearfulness evident in his work can be 
seen in later popular texts unconcerned with the atomic 
threat, therefore suggesting that this particular fear remains 
an underlying strand of the Australian culture. 
Nevil Shute's On the Beach remains one of the most 
famous examples of nuclear fiction worldwide. The novel 
has been given cinematic treatment more than once, the 
most successful being Stanley Kramer's 1959 film starring 
Gregory Peck and Ava Gardner, while a telemovie appeared 
in 2000, both filmed primarily in Australia. Shute's work is 
set in Melbourne after a nuclear war has taken place in the 
Northern Hemisphere. The characters discuss the events, 
but nobody is certain of the causes or course of the conflict. 
More than 4700 nuclear bombs were detonated in the 
northern hemisphere (73), and the participating countries 
in the conflict are from almost every continent, confusing 
the issue of culpability and emphasizing the idea that all 
people share responsibility for the disasters. Radiation fallout 
from the nuclear war is gradually spreading south and will 
lead to the death of all human life on the planet. As one 
of the southernmost countries, Australia is one of the last 
places with life. In the final few months of their lives, the 
characters engage in long-term activities in apparent denial 
of the reality of their situation: enrolling in courses of study 
and planning farming and gardening for the following years. 
The American character, Dwight, makes plans for his family 
in the U.S., who are dead, and refuses to become involved 
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with another character, Moira, because he considers himself 
to be still married. Towards the end, the pursuits of the 
characters become more short term and indulgent: such 
as racing cars and fishing. By the conclusion of the novel, 
the radiation has reached Melbourne and the characters 
take suicide pills rather than succumb to radiation sickness. 
Presumably people are still alive at this point in Tasmania, 
New Zealand, or even in Antarctica, and despite their 
inevitable death, one character points out that this is "the 
end" only for themselves, not the physical world (79). In his 
discussion of nuclear fictions, Paul Brians argues that Shute's 
novel is "inferior" to the 1959 film, but attributes its power 
to the "elimination of one hope after another" (57) and 
"its insistence on the relentless, inescapable advance of the 
zone of radioactivity, removing all trace of human life from 
latitude after latitude on its way south ... its almost unique 
insistence that everyone-without exception-is going to 
die" (20).2 
Brians sees the novel's Australian perspective as "ideally 
situated to address the fears about fallout" (19). There is no 
escape for the characters, no way of preventing or postponing 
the inevitable. There is only waiting for the end. The novel 
is prefaced with T. S. Eliot's words: "This is the way the world 
ends / Not with a bang but a whimper" (5), and certainly 
its bleakness and lack of hope reflect this. Andrew Milner 
has argued that "both Australia and Melbourne were indeed 
ideal locations for a film or a book about the end of the world" 
(36), because of Australia's feeling of vulnerability to outside 
attack and invasion (37). Moreover, Milner suggests that this 
dystopian attitude was not only essentially Australian, but 
limited to the nation until Hiroshima made end-of-the-world 
themes relevant globally-at this point, "the whole of the 
West finally had Australianness thrust upon it" (37). This 
may be overstating the case, given that apocalyptic scenarios 
had been evident both in fiction and in reality outside 
Australia and prior to the nuclear threat of World War II. 
World War I, for example, had destroyed much of Europe 
and left apocalyptic wastelands of death and decay, while 
global epidemics and disasters had provided dystopian scenes 
for centuries, accompanied by a rich heritage of literary 
apocalypse (see, for example, Wagar, and Brians for detailed 
discussions), although the atomic bomb certainly invigorated 
and reshaped the dystopian imagination. However, Milner 
links this "Australianness" to what he terms the "apocalyptic 
hedonism" in On the Beach, which he explains as being 
"the peculiar frisson of a textual erotics deriving from the 
simultaneous juxtaposition of the terrors of imminent 
extinction and the delights of hedonistic affluence" (36). 
Milner writes that the coexistence of dystopia and hedonism 
is particularly Australian because of the country's fear of 
attack or extinction as well as its affluence (37)-a cultural 
inheritance of hedonism that one can perhaps see in the works 
of other Australian artists, such as the art of Norman Lindsay. 
In On the Beach, one can recognize the mix of attitudes in 
one character's car racing: "They're all going to be dead in a 
couple of months' time anyway [ ... J SO am I, and so are you. 
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I'm going to have a bit of fun with this thing first" (Shute 
191). Likewise, Graeme Davison contrasts the breakdown 
of morality in the novel with earlier media and public 
perceptions of the city as conservative: "The 'sober,' 'stable,' 
'prim' Melbourne observed by visitors and local journalists 
becomes a city of fatCllistic libertines, eating, drinking and 
making merry in the knowledge that they are soon to die" 
(159). While some critics point to the novel's hedonism, W. 
Warren Wagar has suggested that Shute's imagined society is 
a "utopian" one, with "an intimacy of wholeness and goodness 
unattainable in the everyday present" (74). Helen Grace, 
meanwhile, has argued that what is present in the novel 
is not hedonism but instead "poignancy in the continuing 
belief that life will go on" (296). 
However, the attitudes present in On the Beach appear to 
be less poignant or hedonistic than willfully ignorant, for the 
characters subscribe to a belief in the security of Australia's 
geographical position that is founded-and foundered-on 
denial. Complacency engendered by denial is a constClnt 
theme in Shute's novel and is evident in a society that has 
been enamored with its utopian ｦ｡ｾ｡､･Ｎ＠ This indifference to 
the grim reality has grave consequences: "'No imagination 
whatsoever,' remarked the scientist. 'It's the same with all you 
service people. "That can't happen to me.'" He paused. 'But it 
can. And it certainly will'" (79). One of the main characters, 
Peter, suggests that if people had put aside their superficial 
interests and been educated and engaged with political and 
social problems, the end of the world might have been averted. 
"You could have done something with newspapers. We didn't 
do it. No nation did, because we were all too silly. We liked 
our newspapers with pictures of beach girls and headlines 
about cases of indecent assault, and no Government was wise 
enough to stop us" (258). Dwight suggests that "we've been 
too silly to deserve a world like this" (79). 
Despite these discussions of the causes of the war, Shute 
is more interested in attacking the inherent complacency 
of the specifically Australian geographical situation than 
offering a serious analysis of the conflict or attributing 
blame. The critique of complacency in On The Beach is a 
recurring refrain in Austmlian literature, and the nuclear 
context of Shute's work heightened its relevance at the time. 
Charles E. Gannon has suggested that a nation understands 
nuclear war in terms of its geogmphy, and it is worthwhile to 
examine briefly his survey of British and American fiction 
as a counterpoint in order to then categorize the Australian 
perspective in texts such as On the Beach. Gannon writes 
that British fictions are likely to imagine nuclear war as the 
end of the world, because of the small size of the country. 
Previously, BritClin's size and island location proved an 
advantage against attack, with the sea an effective barrier 
against the enemy. However, in nuclear attack the small size 
of the nation becomes "claustrophobic vulnerability" (108); 
that is, an atomic explosion cannot be escaped. Similarly, 
Brians also has noted that British nuclear fiction tends to be 
characterized by "a sense of terror and despair usually lacking 
in the works of their transatlantic colleagues" (16). Gannon 
writes that in UK films and literature "the dominant British 
image is that of the crushed city" (107 ).J This is because the 
British cultural identity, so tied up in its capital city, London, 
means that any attack on a British city is read as an attack on 
London, and therefore an attack on the heart of England; the 
destruction of "the sheer concept of 'city'-is the nexus of 
national and social terror" (107). One might look to recent 
films such as Children of Men or 28 Days Later and its sequel 
28 Weeks Later as examples of Gannon's point; the cities 
depicted in Children of Men are violent and disintegrating, 
while the 28 films linger on an empty, ravaged London after 
a "rage" virus has decimated the country. 
Gannon contrasts this with the different "geopolitical 
perspective" (109) of the United States, which literally has 
room for nuclear war. He argues that "no single city or region 
in the U.S. has ever been comparably central to the national 
consciousness, governance, and history [as is London to 
Britain]" (107).4 Rural settings become more important in 
U.S. nuclear fictions, either as the sites of nuclear attacks 
along with cities, or as the location of post-nuclear fictions, 
for "much of the post-blast action [ ... ] takes place away from 
urban centers" (108). Gannon cites American texts such as 
Walter M. Miller, Jr.'s A Canticle For Leibowitz and the film 
The Day After as examples of this tradition; to these texts 
one may add more recent works such as Cormac McCarthy's 
The Road, the film The Postman, and the television series 
Jericho, all of which take place in rural locations in post-
apocalyptic times.5 American cultural identity is thus not 
necessarily limited to the city but is spread across many 
places, from urban centers such as New York, Chicago, 
and Los Angeles, to rural settings such as the prairie lands, 
New England villages, and southwestern deserts. Brians 
argues that American nuclear fiction also tends to be more 
optimistic than British fiction, for its authors "were often 
bent on demonstrating that the impending holocaust could 
be survived, averted, or even turned to profit" (16-17). 
This optimism is evident in American "survivalism," which 
George Slusser suggests "defines the traditional way America 
has dealt with its sense of an ending" (118), with a belief in 
its readiness for post-holocaust life. Perhaps in a sign of the 
times, the film Terminator 3: Rise of the Machines explicitly 
rejected the dominant themes of the previous two films by 
insisting that the apocalyptic future is not preventable after 
all but is actually inevitable-there is nothing humans can do 
to stop the extremely grim future depicted in the series. Yet 
evidence of an American survival ethos is made obvious in 
the film, when the main character, John Connor, concludes: 
"Our destiny was never to stop Judgment Day. It was merely 
to survive it."6 Gannon suggests this survivalist tendency in 
U.S. nuclear literature is both because of the country's large 
size and also its "frontier mentality" (109)-a disaster can be 
survived because if one part of the nation is bombed, people 
can simply go elsewhere; there will always be "a new land 
beyond the horizon, a new mountain beyond which to start 
a new life, an undiscovered country ready to welcome the 
determined and the industrious" (109). 
In contrast to these two attitudes to catastrophe and 
the end of the world in British and American fictions, the 
Australian cultural imagination occupies a different position, 
demonstrated in not only On the Beach but many other 
texts. Australia's geopolitical perspective is shaped from a 
perception of being at the edge of the world, often looking 
on while major world events take place at a distance and with 
a sense that history is always being written somewhere else. 
"World" wars occur elsewhere, and Australia's involvement 
is more often due to ties of Empire or strategic alliances than 
because of geographical considerations. All other countries 
are "overseas," and Australia is the "Antipodes"-in 
opposition to Europe. Psychologically, therefore, the end of 
the world may occur when the dominant forces across the 
globe-the U.S., UK, Europe-are destroyed. This appears 
to be the attitude prevalent in On the Beach. Australia may 
escape the (immediate) disaster, but in the schema of the 
novel, the "world" has ended. 
For the characters of On the Beach, there is a sense that 
Australia's distance from other nations in the world should 
result in isolation from distant wars and conflicts. This 
discourse positions Australia as a utopian space sheltered from 
the influences of the outside world. The dangers that created 
unease in other societies ought to therefore be automatically 
reduced or even eliminated in Australia because of its 
removal from close proximity. This is the opposite side to 
the "tyranny of distance" idea,7 to use Geoffrey Blainey's 
phrase, where Australia's position in the world so often 
incurred penalties in economic and trade terms. Instead, we 
might call this belief a "shield of distance," a sense that if 
there are disadvantages to a remote position, there are also 
benefits whereby what endangers the rest of the world need 
not threaten Australia. This attitude recurs in Australian 
culture and literature, and its presence in narratives from the 
nuclear period is expected. For instance, Davison writes that 
in the Cold War, "Australians, living far from the cockpit 
of cold war conflict, may have felt safer from such threats 
than their European or North American contemporaries" 
(158). Maureen Nimon and John Foster address this issue 
more explicitly in their discussion of Australian adolescent 
novels, arguing that a diminished sense of security is one of 
the developments in the genre: 
Not only is faith in Australian society and institutions 
not as explicit as it has been in the past, they themselves 
are seen as less secure [ ... ] Formerly many Australians 
serenely assumed that "the tyranny of distance" 
protected them from other countries' problems. National 
institutions were unassailable, surrounded by a vast moat 
of encircling seas. Our shrinking world has reduced 
Australia's safety exclusion zone to a membrane-thin 
guard. (68) 
This operates in Australian fictions as optimism and belief in 
a utopian space, an island of security away from danger. 
Yet Shute contests this idea by revealing that the utopia 
is a false image, for the shield of distance invariably fails 
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and optimism is unjustified and unrewarded. Rather, there 
is a sense-accompanied by injustice at the fact-that the 
nightmares and anxieties that persecute other nations cannot 
be escaped in Australia. In On the Beach, Moira complains 
that Australia's position in the southern hemisphere should 
have ensured its security: "People were saying once that no 
wind blows across the equator, so we'd be all right. And now 
it seems we aren't all right at all ... " (38). If Australia was not 
involved in the conflict throughout the world, this distance 
should have offered protection. Moira perceives this as an 
injustice: "It's not fair. No one in the southern hemisphere 
ever dropped a bomb [ ... J We had nothing to do with it. 
Why should we have to die because other countries nine or 
ten thousand miles away from us wanted to have a war? It's 
so bloody unfair" (39). 
The same attitude is reflected in numerous other 
Australian texts before and after the publication of On the 
Beach. For instance, M. Barnard Eldershaw's speculative text 
Tomorrow and Tomorrow, published a decade prior to Shute's 
work, imagines the breakdown of Australian society before 
World War Three, in a time when Australia is described as 
"helpless, because, despite Canberra, despite the illusions of 
independence, despite the confidence of success and merit it 
advertised, she was bound with chains of gold to the world 
overseas" (95). Similarly, in the 1980s nuclear film One Night 
Stand, the characters wonder why a war between countries in 
the northern hemisphere should affect them. The American 
sailor insists Australia will be safe because it is not of "strategic 
importance"; his theory is soon disproved when Australia is 
bombed, but apparently only because U.S. bases in Australia 
were the targets. The idea that Australia is protected by its 
isolation from the rest of the world, its shield of distance, is 
also a major theme in George Turner's science fiction novels, 
only to be undermined. For instance, after one global disaster, 
Australia is barely affected, only experiencing "a few bombs 
[ ... J famine and disease" (Vaneglory 128) specifically because 
of its shield of distance from the rest of the world, "the luck 
of isolation" (Beloved 100). Yet these utopian images are 
soon challenged by the realities of life. Drowning Towers 
(published under the title The Sea and Summer outside the 
American market), perhaps Turner's most famous novel, 
narrates a future Australia that is the Lucky Country only 
for the wealthy: 
"You've seen triv pictures of Calcutta and Shanghai 
and South America and Africa-all shanties and lean-
tos, no sewers, no taps, no way to distribute food, only 
street mud to walk on. We're better off than those." So I 
found myself defending the State everyone knew to be a 
failure. "They did the best they could." 
"So we're still the Lucky Country!" 
That phrase had come down the years to haunt us, 
seeming to mean that we always escaped the worst of the 
world's troubles by luck or distance, but in Arry's mouth 
it was a Swill curse. (166) 
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Similarly, in Victor Kelleher's post-apocalyptic children's 
novel Taronga, one character points out, "they said it 
wasn't going to affect us. It was all up there, in the northern 
hemisphere. We were supposed to be the lucky ones, who'd 
escaped" (94). These examples, and many others, follow 
Shute's work in their preoccupation with disproving the 
belief in a shield of distance; the country's remoteness cannot 
defend the land from catastrophes that strike other parts of 
the globe. Certainly these texts do not represent he entirety 
of Australian literature, a body of narratives that has reflected 
the many and varied facets of the nation's relationship with 
the outside world over time. Yet On the Beach remains a 
key work that demonstrates one important way the nation's 
engagement with the world, a sense of being at the edge of 
the world, has been expressed in its literature. 
Given this, while Gannon argues for the importance of the 
city in British fictions and rural areas in U.S. texts, On the 
Beach is less easy to categorize. Shute's novel uses both city 
and rural settings, which may suggest that the fear of disaster 
in Australia is not always tied to a particular place but is in 
fact pervasive. Many Australian texts do, of course, use a city 
setting for disaster narratives. For example, Sydney is shown 
to be destroyed in Tomorrow and Tomorrow and in many 
other texts, such as Mad Max: Beyond Thunderdome, One 
Night Stand, The Girl From Tomorrow: Tomorrow's End, and 
also on the cover of George Turner's Down There in Darkness. 
The last text is perhaps the most unusual, given that the 
cover shows the ruins of Sydney but the novel is set entirely 
in Melbourne. And, of course, Ava Gardner was reported to 
have commented that Melbourne is remarkably well suited 
to set a narrative about the end of days: "It's a great place to 
make a film about the end of the world" (Davison 159).8 
Yet the dominant images of Australia used to sell and 
signify the country overseas and to its own inhabitants tend 
to be rural settings rather than urban: beaches, wilderness, 
and outback. In terms of its large size, Australia might be 
expected to be optimistic about a catastrophic event; as in 
the U.S., a nuclear bomb, for example, does not have to 
mean the end. If the cities are targeted in an attack, there 
is still space in the outback. Yet because the outback already 
substitutes as a brutal post-apocalyptic wasteland in popular 
texts such as Mad Max and Hewlett and Martin's comic series 
Tank Girl, it would seem there is nowhere to go. The outback 
offers no refuge or future, because civilization is found in 
the cities, not in the virtually uninhabitable interior. Even 
in post-apocalyptic works such as those by George Turner, 
or the Mad Max films, the prevailing atmosphere in these 
survivalist texts tends towards a perspective of continued 
apocalypse, as if surviving the catastrophe still means 
enduring life in a dystopian world. The characters of On 
the Beach have nowhere to go to escape the radiation, and 
there is no sense of survivalism to offer any optimism to 
readers of the novel. In this respect at least, one may argue 
that Australia's geopolitical perspective on the edge of the 
world appears to preclude the key features of optimism or 
survivalism that define other nations. 
There is a scene in On the Beach when Peter struggles with 
the concept of the end of the world: '''I suppose I haven't got 
any imagination,' said Peter thoughtfully. 'It's-it's the end 
of the world. I've never had to imagine anything like that 
before'" (79). Yet the reality is that Australian fiction has 
regularly displayed fearful scenarios that undercut optimistic 
visions of the nation's position in the world, imagining the 
worst of outside influences that can infiltrate, threaten, or 
destroy the sense of security in its borders. On the Beach 
represents a tradition in which Australia is on the edge 
of, and vulnerable to, the menacing outside world. Shute's 
novel demonstrates a continuing adherence to a discourse 
that reveals that a utopian belief in Australia's position at the 
edge of the world, and in the protection isolation offers, can 
be dangerous and misplaced. In the end, Australia's borders 
fail when the country cannot escape the disasters occurring 
elsewhere in the world. 
On the Beach and other texts like it do not, of course, 
constitute a comprehensive depiction of the complex ways in 
which Australia has engaged with the world. Both past and 
present eras have illustrated Australia's confident willingness 
and readiness to engage in global wars, politics, treaties, and 
economic and humanitarian efforts, from its early and ongoing 
ties to the British Empire to a longstanding alignment with 
the U.S. in international situations (for example, their 2003 
partnership in invading Iraq), or Australia's relatively recent 
growing interest and involvement in Asian issues. However, 
what fictional narratives such as On the Beach do offer is an 
insight into one particularly fearful attitude that may have 
reached its height in the Cold War context, when the dread 
of total annihilation and nuclear war was perhaps at its most 
serious, but which has nonetheless continued into the twenty-
first century, as evidenced by popular interest in television 
programs about border protection and outside dangers. 
While July 2007 saw the continuation of this strand of 
fear in Australian culture in the form of yet another popular 
text dedicated to exposing the perils of the nation's location, 
another event occurred several months later that has been 
linked to an important shift towards a position of assurance 
and optimism. In November that year, a federal election took 
place that saw the end of the Liberal Party's rule of over a 
decade. For some cultural and political commentators, the 
reign of the Liberal Party, and particularly that of its leader 
John Howard, had been characterized by a "politics of fear,"9 
which they claim was exemplified in the then Government's 
treatment of refugees, immigration, terrorism, and indigenous 
land rights (see, for example, Gale, and Lawrence). In this 
discourse, then, the rejection of the Liberals and the move 
to a new Labor rule under Kevin Rudd as Prime Minister 
presumably ought to constitute a triumph of confidence and 
self-belief. The truth of this rhetoric remains to be tested 
and proved by time, as does the question of whether or not 
the nation's fictions will also reflect this apparent transition 
towards confidence or remain regularly haunted by the thread 
of fear evident in On the Beach and other works. 0 
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NOTES 
1. Donald Horne made the term "lucky country" famous in his book 
The Lucky Country. Horne's use of the term was ironic, referring to 
Australia as "a lucky country run mainly by second-rate people who 
share its luck" (220). Since then, however, the phrase has become a 
common way to describe Australia, although current popular usage 
tends to be more literal than ironic. 
2. Other critics, however, have argued that the film adaptation 
negates the idea of total annihilation and in fact suggests urvivalism. 
For instance, Jerome F. Shapiro has written that, because the camera 
point of view encourages the audience to identify with it, as the 
camera continues to film after the characters have died or gone out 
of the frame, there is a sense that life goes on (133-34). Yet as far 
as the novel is concerned, Australia is, quite literally, the end of 
the world. 
3. The cultural and national symbolism and signification attached to 
cities and landmarks around the world, not only in Britain, is why the 
icons of the world are always destroyed with great fervor in disaster 
films, with a typical array of targets including the Statue of Liberty, 
Hollywood, the Golden Gate Bridge, the Eiffel Tower, Big Ben, the 
pyramids, and so on. The special edition DVD for the eco-disaster 
film The Day After Tomorrow even comes with a feature allowing 
vi'ewers to choose their region and see the devastating effects of an 
ice age on "Icons of the World." For Australian viewers, the Opera 
House is threatened by a massive wave. The pleasures associated 
with destruction have been discussed by Susan Sontag, who argues 
that science fiction films are interested in the "aesthetics" of visual 
disaster and "the peculiar beauties to be found in wreaking havoc, 
making a mess. And it is in the imagery of destruction that the core 
of a good science fiction film lies" (213). 
4. Cities are, of course, an integral part of the American landscape 
and identity; hence the popular reading of the terrorist attacks on 
the World Trade Center in New York in 2001 as a symbolic strike at 
the financial heart of capitalist America. The fact that the atracks 
occurred in New York City, a city read in terms of its history and 
hold on the American cultural imagination as a place of creativity 
and greatness, is also significant, and perhaps another reason why 
9/11 is now virtually synonymous with the Twin Towers rather than 
the Pentagon or plane crash in Pennsylvania. 
5. Jericho began screening in 2006, the same year as another American 
apocalyptic television program appeared, Heroes. Heroes is set in city 
and rural locations, but the apocalypse is depicted in New York City. 
6. An element of survivalism appears to have crept into all 
apocalyptic-not just nuclear-fictions over time; as time has 
passed, so too have fears of total nuclear wars that eliminate all 
human life. Instead, the nuclear explosion has lost import and scope 
and become merely the stock threat in the background to standard 
thrillers, from James Bond films to television thrillers such as 24. 
7. The phrase comes from Blainey's book The Tyranny of DisUince: 
How DisUince Shaped Australia's History, which discusses the 
importance and impact of Australia's isolation on its history and 
identity. 
8. Graeme Davison writes that the quote was the creation of 
journalist Niel J illett (161). 
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9. The expression "politics of fear" W<1S 1l1<1de fmnous in the work of 
Fmnk Furedi. whose Culture of Fear <1nd Politics of Fear have been 
influenti<1l in cultural studies. Furedi has used the phr<1se to describe 
the key characteristic of Western culture (Politics 1). 
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